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The To-Do About Last Summer 


Dartford Train Station, Kent 1960 

"Dartford!" 

| jerk awake and become aware that the side of my face is pressed against the window. Shit. | blink hard and 
try to move, but my cheek is peeling slowly and wetly off of the glass, like plastic wrap. | wipe the edge of my 


mouth, which is damp. Great, now I'm drooling in my sleep. How refined. 


"Dartford!" 


| run my hands over my hair. At least it's not kicking out in the back, like it sometimes does. | shake my head 
to put it in place, and then rake my fingers through it. 


| yawn hugely, and the man sitting next to me scowls. | scowl right back. He's wearing a gray business suit, 
with eyeglasses in his breast pocket. There's a newspaper propped over his knee. Prude. If | had something in 
the compartments, | would happily drop it on his head. Unfortunately, I've got nothing to get from an overhead 
- | don't have much with me in the first place. There's a suitcase jammed between my knees. A guitar case 


sitting vertical between my legs. Two records sitting on my thigh. 
My worldly possessions. | snort at the thought. 


The train comes screeching to a halt, and immediately the sound of bustling begins. Overhead compartments 
being opened, people talking, suitcases scraping. | tuck the 45s under one arm, holding my suitcase in one hand 


and my guitar in the other, and shove my way out of the row. 


Some man with black hair that looks like it's done with shoe shellac treads on me and doesn't apologize. | grit 
my teeth and resist the urge to smack him upside the head with Muddy Waters - this is neither the time nor 
place. Others with briefcases and shiny watches and nervous faces crowd behind me, and | followed Shoe Polish 


down the aisle. I'm banging someone in the knees with the neck of the case. | don't apologize, either. 


| almost fall when | step out onto the platform - I've got no free hands to steady myself on the lip of the 
door, and | have a sneaking suspicion another passenger may have shoved me. | try to regain my balance and 


whack someone else in the shins in the process. 
"Ouch. Watch it, you arse." 
| don't trust myself to open my mouth, so | merely stalk off. What a bloody awful day. 


Even for summer, it's uncharacteristically hot at the moment. The smoke drifting over the platform seems to 
be trapping the heat oppressively close to my skin, suffocating me. But again, I've got no free hands, so | can't 
swipe at the sweat that's beginning to form at the base of my neck. And | can't help wondering, is the warmth 


on my skin from the weather, or from a memory of another scorching Dartford summer day, years ago? 
No. | can't afford to think about that now. It's not the time and place for that, either. 


So | continue striding through the station, my muscles aching a bit at the weight that I've put on them. The 
suitcase has got three pairs of shoes in it, in addition to clothes and books - I've left nothing behind. School is 


going to be home from now on, and therefore, priority. 


| approach the ticket booth, and with more than a little relief, my eyes latch onto the bench beside it. Sweet 
salvation | make a beeline for it, plunking down my belongings and throwing myself into the niche of the arm. | 


drag the back of my hand across my forehead, and sure enough, it comes away damp - | wipe it on my jeans, 


wincing. 

| lean my head back against the wall behind me, taking some refuge in the cool touch of stone. Unbuttoning my 
shirt a couple of loops, | tuck one hand between the folds of fabric and rake back my damp hair with the 
other. | breathe deep. 

Cooling down a little, my eyes automatically drift to the people passing by - their faces, their mamer, their 
attire. Most of them are dressed for work or school, the men in collared shirts and slacks. They must be 
burning up. All the girls | see walking by are dressed in summer clothes. They can afford to wear slightly 
breezier things, | guess - | shake out my hair again and curse my tight jeans. 

Its not even that hot, | think. s just me. 

And then | laugh, because that sounds more conceited than | meant it. 

And that doesn't happen often. 

What's the use pretending, anyways? There isn't one. | grind the back of my head into the brick a little, enough 
to be uncomfortable. What good is it doing me to pretend that my mind hasn't been time-traveling wildly since 
| stepped off the train? 

The chrome of the ticket booth glares at me. 


| close my eyes. 


Dartford, Kent 195b 

"No way" 

"Yeah." 

"Stop shitting me, man." 

"I'm nof, Keith. She showed ‘em to me. Honest t'God" | cross my chest with my finger, over my heart: 
"How come youre the one that gets birds, anyway?" He asks in disgust. "I'm better looking," 

| snort. "Dream on, mate." 


He's quiet for a second. "So what was it like?" 


"What do you mean?" | laugh. "Want me to describe it in utterly inappropriate, voyeuristic detail?" 


"Kinda," he grins, and the corner of his mouth wrinkles up. "But I'll settle for a vague, slightly nondescript 


explanation." 

"Kay," | shrug. "Well, we were in the garden out back-" 

"No," he interrupts. "Start before that." 

| snort so hard that l'm sure my nose is going to fall off. "Keith." 

"Mike." 

"Ke-eith." 

"Mi-ike." 

"You're a piece of work, you know that?" | sigh spectacularly. 

"Yeah," he grins again. "And you're a dramatic git. Help a guy out, eh?" 

Okay, fine," | prop myself up on my side so l'm looking at him, my chin on my fist. "The bell rang and she 
followed me out, said she wanted to talk about something. So | told her that was dandy, and followed her to 
that shabby little garden behind the school. She went on for a couple of minutes about some sort of feelings 
and stuff, | dunno, and then she just kinda flashed ‘em." 

Keith shakes his head. "Wow." 

"Wild, eh?" 

"Thats not wow,you pillock" he rolls his eyes. "You are." 

"Yeah, | would say l'm pretty ‘wow." 

"Wait, okay, so she actually said she Akes you?" 

| scratch my head with the arm I'm propped up on. "Er... | think so." 

"You don't even know what she said, do you?" 


"Yeah, | know," | settle onto my back again, folding my arms behind my head. "Yeah, she likes me." 


"Can't imagine why." 


"Keith!" | kick him wherever | can reach, and seeing as we're lying side by side, | end up whacking him in a shin 
"Ow! Bloody fucking Christ!" 


"Ah, shut up," | stare at the canopy of leaves above me. The sunlight's filtering through - this is a nice 


substitution for rain. 

"So do you like ter?" 

"Keith," | say, "this isn't normally a problem with you, but please, please, shut up." 
"| just wanted to know!" 


| sigh. "Anyone besides you would be drooling all over the fact that Mary flashed her baps at his best friend. 
Wanting to know the details. But you." | shake my head. "You're something else, Keith." 


"Yeah, | would say I'm pretty ‘something else." 

We're silent for a few minutes after that. | stare up through the lace of the tree boughs. The breeze feels 
good, whispering over my slightly damp forehead. | remove an arm from under my head to push my hair off 
my face. It's sticky. 

Keith pulls out a pack of cigarettes. "Want one?" 


| shake my head. "Mum doesn't know | smoke. She'd have an aneurysm if she found me doing that.” 


He shrugs and lights one for himself, shaking out the match before sticking it in the soft soil underneath the 
oak tree. "Suit yourself." 


He smokes. | lay. 

The gray vapor drifts through the air and is caught in the sunlight, like a diaphanous golden veil. | turn my 
body again so that | can look at him - he's already looking at me. The blond mist is wrapped around his head 
and curls over his ears, and his eyes are too complex to be called hazel. They're shot with gold and brown and 
kelly-green in the sunshine. | shiver. | suddenly feel as though I've been turned upside down, 

"So Mary, eh?" 

"Yeah." 


"Always knew she was a tart." 


"Aw, c'mon, Keith." 


He shrugs, cigarette held delicately between thumb and index. "| hear she nearly shagged Joey last week. But 


who knows." 

"C'mon, Keith," | say again, rolling my eyes. "We're fourteen No one's got the guts to shag anyone." 
"Well, | heard Mary was shagging someone." 

"Fine." 

We're quiet again, and then - 

"So what was it like?" 

"Blimey, Keith," | say, "I feel like we're going in circles.’ 

"Answer the question 

"Er... it was nice, | guess." 

"Was she pretty?" 

| furrow my brow. "What, you mean her face? Yeah, of course she is. You've seen her." 

"No, not that," he clamps the cigarette between his lips and holds his cupped hands to his chest. "I mean these" 
"Were they pretty? Yeah, | guess," | say, looking at him. 

"White or kinda, y'know, tan?" 

"White," | watch a wispy cloud drifting across the sky. "White as cotton. They looked soft." 


A great gush of air escapes him and more smoke whooshes into the strips of light underneath the tree. 


“Sounds nice." 
"It was," | tug at a tuft of grass absentmindedly. "It was nice." 
Pu-uff. "| wonder how much longer before something like that happens to me." 


"Probably not long," the chunk of grass comes up unexpectedly, sprinkling me with dirt. "Probably soon You're, 


you know.. er, you're not hideous.” 


"Gee, thanks." 

"Sure," | say. 

| start pulling apart the grass, yanking blade by blade out of the lump of soil. 

"So... soon, eh?" 

"Yeah." 

"And I'm ‘not hideous’, eh?" a cigarette butt joins the matchstick in the soil between us. 

| swallow - my throat feels dry. "Nope. Not even repulsive." 

"Put a sock in it, you're making me blush." 

| grin. 

Keith rolls over onto his stomach so that we're lying closer together. "Unbelievable, you are." 

He holds his arms in front of him in the grass like a Sphinx, his ankles crossed out behind him. He'll probably 
have green stains on the elbows of that shirt when he gets up, but | don't bother saying anything. He starts 
tugging at the ground the way | did, long fingers digging between the clumps. 

‘I've never seen anyone kiss, you know." 


| blink. "Wait, what?" 


"Yeah. Not even dad and the old lady," his cluster of grass yanks out of the ground, and we both get dirt on 


our faces. Some goes in my mouth. 


"Huh. Well, you'll probably see some later this year," | say, swiping at my tongue with my fingers. "When we 
get higher up in school, | hear they snog in the hallways." 


"I bet," he mutters, not looking at me. "Look, Mike, how is it that you've already had someone flash you her 


jugs, and I've never even kissed someone?" 
"You've never kissed anyone?" | feel slightly upside down again. "Look, Keith...” 


"What?" he snaps, still digging into the earth with his fingers. Now he'll have dirt under his nails as well as 


grass stains. "It's frustrating. You're ahead of me in everything.” 


"Not true," | swallow again. "Keith, you know.. you know | haven't kissed anyone either, right?" 


He stops digging. "What?" 

"Yeah," | mutter. "Just ‘cause some bird pulled up her blouse doesn't mean I've kissed anyone." 
Oh," he mumbles. "Sorry." 

| look at him. 

He looks at me. 

| swallow, hard. 

"What does it feel like, you think?" he asks softly, propping his head up on his fist. 

"Er, well.. | mean, skin, | guess. Like shaking hands with someore. It's just skin on skin, right?" 
He shakes his head. "I bet its more than that" 

"Bloody dreamer." 

"Unimaginative sod" 

| grin again. 

| wish | knew what it felt like," he says thoughtfully. "D'you think it feels the same with everyone?" 
"| dunno." 

'| bet it feels different with every different person" 


"Maybe," | shift my arms behind my head. "Y'know, | think Katie may like you. She'd probably snog your face 
off, if you wanted to try." 


"Ah, who cares," he says dispiritedly. "Kate's a tart as well." 
"And?" 


"And, | want to kiss somebody special for the first time. Don't you?" he pauses. "And don't call me a fag for 


that, unless you want your ears coming off." 


"| wasn't going to," | smirk, poking him in the ribs. "| mean, yeah. | don't want just anyone either." 


He shifts closer, so that his face is throwing a shadow over mine. "Who do you want to kiss in our year?" 
| stare up at him. "No one." 
"Oh, come on. There's got to be someone." 


"Well, there isn't," | sit up, suddenly feeling angry. He's forced to move in order to avoid knocking our skulls 


together. "Who do you want to kiss, Keith?" 
| watch his Adam's apple bob up and down. "No one." 
"Exactly," | cross my arms over my knees, wrapping them loosely to me. "Neither of us wants to kiss anyone." 


| gaze towards the house, praying my mother will come out the back door with lemonade. My throats feeling 


unbearably dry. 


| become aware that he's shifting, and suddenly there's a long-fingered hand on my chest, gently pushing me 
back down underneath the oak. 


"What -" 

"Shh" 

My head's back in the grass now, and there's a shadow over my face again. Kerth 
"What the bloody hell are you doing?" 


"Shh," he says again, turning his body and placing one hand on either side of my head. "Why d'you gotta do 
that, huh?" 


"What?" | say, resisting the urge to squirm. His eyes are boring into me. 


"Get all uptight whenever | try to ask you something personal," | feel something brush my hair, and my 


stomach /eaps because | realize it's his fingers. 

"| don't-" 

"Shut up, you do so," he's tugging on my hair now, gently. "You do want to kiss someone, don't you, Mike?" 
| dont say anything. 


"You can tell me if you do. You can tell me anything, you know." 


| just look at him. 
He sighs. It sounds like the summer breeze. "Unbelievable, you are." 


And then suddenly he's so close that | could count the flecks of gold in his eyes, the sparse freckles on his 


nose. "Unbelievable," he whispers. 
And then skin is on skin. 
And kissing Keith is nothing like a handshake. 


| close my eyes, and golden mist and gray smoke dance and swirl on the inside of my eyelids. Glossy emerald 


leaves sway in the English breeze, and the sunlight wraps me in its balmy embrace. 


| shift up slightly, and one of my hands comes out of the grass, finding its way around his ribs, up his neck, 
into his hair. | ruffle it a little and tug him down closer. 


He's kissing me leisurely, lazily, and my blood is running hot in my veins. 


When he finally pulls away, he's short of breath, and | am too. He doesn't move away, but stays close enough 
that our noses are touching. He blinks, and the black fans framing his eyes go down, and up. 


"Bloody dreamer," | whisper, tugging gently, easily on his hair. 
"Unimaginative sod," he murmurs. The corner of his mouth wrinkles up. 


| smile. 


Wilmington, Kent 1957 

The pebble | kick goes skidding off the path and skitters into the river, hitting the water with a plop. The 
sunlight today is slightly choked - thick, grayish clouds keep drifting across it, like someone is dimming the 
lights. | scowl at the sky. 


Kicking another pebble, | watch it go flying down the embankment and come to a halt on the shore. 


| feel funny today. Like | want to scream for no reason, tear my hair out, and if someone touches me, l'll 


explode. Angst at its finest. | run my hand down my arm, and then back up. Skin on skin 


No. No. | won't think about last summer. | won't. 


Last day of classes is next week. Only next week. So close, and yet so far. But | had to skive off today. | had to 
get outside in the sunlight. Had to know if I'm over it. | had to know.. 


| bring my arm up to push my hair off my face. It's sticky. At least it's not kicking out in the back, like it 
sometimes does. | shake my head to put it in place, and then rake my fingers through it. 


| want a smoke. 

| pull a pack of cigarettes out of my shirt pocket. For a second | just stare at them, lying there in my palm. 
They're the same brand as - 

No. No. 

| shake my head. In self-pity? In disgust? | don't know which. Maybe both. Maybe just because l'm lonely. 

| pull out a stick and light up with the matches from my back pocket, shaking it out before sticking it in the 
soft soil underneath an oak tree near the path. Instead of continuing my walk, | flop down and try to 
concentrate on something merial. 

Inhale. Exhale. Diaphanous golden mist. 

No. No. Think about something else, anything else. 

Even for summer, it's uncharacteristically hot at the moment, and the smoke drifting from my mouth seems 
to be trapping the heat oppressively close to my skin. Dragging the back of my hand across my forehead, it 
comes away damp - | wipe it on my jeans, wincing. Taking a deep breath, | unbutton my shirt a couple loops, 


tuck one hand between the folds of fabric, and rake back my damp hair with the other. 


| cant help wondering, is the warmth on my skin from the weather, or from a memory of a scorching Dartford 


summer day, a year ago? 

No. No, Mick | can't afford to think about that now. It's not the time and place for that. 

Oh, hell. What's the use pretending, anyway? There isn't one. | grind the back of my head into the tree behind 
me a little, enough to be uncomfortable. What good is it doing me to pretend that my mind hasn't been time- 
traveling wildly since | stepped out of the house? 

‘No way." 


"Yeah" 


‘Stop shitting me, man." 


‘lm not, Keith." 

"Mike?" 

The gray smoke drifts through the air and is caught in the sunlight, like a diaphanous golden veil | turn my body 
again so that | can look at him - he's already looking at me. The blond mist is wrapped around his head and curls 
over his ears, and his eyes are too complex fo be called hazel They're shot with gold and brown and kelly-green in 
the sunshine.. 

"Mike!" 

"You can tell me if you do. You can tell me anything, you know." 

"Oil" Someone is shaking my shoulder. 

"G'way. Mtrying to dream. 

"Well, that's the first time I've ever heard that from you. Unimaginative sod." 

That voice.. 

My eyes snap open so fast that it hurts. 

Ard he's so close that | could count the flecks of gold in his eyes, the sparse freckles on his nose. 


And I jump to my feet. 


"Thought I'd have to throw you in the river," he laughs, moving back in order to avoid knocking our skulls 
together."Whatre you doing here?" 


| stare. This is a dream. This is a dream. There's no way that this isn’t a dream. 


"I think | should be asking you that question," | croak, wiping the edge of my mouth, which is damp. Great, now 


I'm drooling in my sleep. How refined. 


He shrugs, looking bored. "Class field trip, or some nonsense. Biology something-or-other. Its rubbish.” 
He gestures down the path, and | see a neat little group of students wandering about, clutching notebooks. 


It's a dream, he's a dream, it's all a dream.. 


"Wait - Keith?" 


"Have | really changed that much?" He chuckles, spreading his arms. "Yeah, it's me, Mike. The one and only." 
| swallow. My throat's feeling unbearably dry. "Its Mick, now" 

"Oh. Well, what are you doing here, Mick?" 

"| live here. 

"Er, | know that. | mean, what are you doing underneath a tree? Shouldn't you be in class?" 


| blink, and suddenly | realize, Keith looks different. No more blue checked shirts and jeans. This Keith is decked 


out in khaki slacks and a green blazer. Hair combed, neatly parted. Like a stranger. 
Refined. 

"I skipped," | say, leaning against the oak behind me. 

"Oh. How come?" 

Because | had to get outside in the sunlight. Had to know if Im over it | had to know.. 
Had to know if Im over you 


'It was a nice day," | squeak. Clear my throat. "It was.. nice. Sunny. Reminded me, well, it reminded me of last 


year. A bit" 

He smirks and my stomach leaps 

"Oh, c'mon, Mike- | mean, Mick. We're not really going to have some big to-do about last summer, are we?" 
| swallow. "Well, no, | wasn't going to-" 

| mean, we're older now, aren't we? A lot can change in a year. We know better now, don't we?" 

"We.. | mean, yeah. Of course." 

| feel like I'm upside down. 

Silence. 

| pull out the pack of cigarettes. "Want one?" 


He shakes his head. "The teachers don't let us smoke. They'd have an aneurysm if they found me doing that.” 


| shrug and light another one for myself, shaking out the match before leaning down to stick it in the soft soil 
underneath the oak tree. "Suit yourself” 


"So," he clears his throat. "When do you think I'll see you next?" 


| shrug. / dont care, | don't care, | don't care.. "This might be the last time. | thought we'd lost contact for good 


when | moved, anyways." 

| watch his Adam's apple bob up and down. "Oh. Well, then -" 

He steps forward with his hand out. 

"What does it feel lke, you think?" He says softly, propping his head up on his fist. 

‘Er, well.. | mean, skin, | guess. Like shaking hands with someone. Its just skin on skin, right?".. 

| take it, and we shake. 

My blood is running hot in my veins. 

"Well.. see you, then," he says, shoving his long-fingered hands back in his pockets. Those khaki, tailored pockets. 
"Yeah" 

The black fans framing his eyes go down, and back up once before he nods, turns, and jogs down the path. 


| stare after him. My breath seems to be struggling to get in and out of my lungs and my chest hurts, a 


horrible squeezing pain. 
| flop down in the grass, my cigarette smoking uselessly from between my index and my thumb. 
The sunshine reflecting off the river glares at me. 


| close my eyes. 


Dartford Train Station, Kent 1960 


The footsteps of people passing by shake me from my reverie, and | realize I've got my head in my hands. 
Leaving the past behind is never something that I've been good at, but | just can't seem to shake this one. 


Seeing him in ‘57 only made it worse. 

"What? It's frustrating. Youre ahead of me in everything." 

Ironic, how he left me behind, standing on that path by the river, and never looked back. 

We never had a to-do about that summer. As far as he was concerned, it never happened. 

| lean back, running my hand through my hair and then over my eyes. It's over, anyway. When | said that it 
might be the last time | would ever see him, | knew that it would be. Fate decided to put us together on two 
different summer afternoons only one year apart. But in our minds, they are worlds away from each other, a 
different dream, a different life. 

Its been three years since | last saw Keith. But I've had two chances. 

I'm not getting a third. 


So where do | go from here? 


| peek through my fingers at the station People, dressed in gray, with briefcases and shiny watches and no 
time for looking back. They flow by like a river, all different, but all looking the same. 


| know that I'll never truly be one of them. 
But it i time to go forward. 


So | gather up the two records from my knee and shove them under my arm. Suitcase in one hand, guitar in 


the other. Am | destined to always walk with those two burdens? 

| know the answer to that question, and | don't mind it at all. 

| stand up and get swept along by the crowd. 

Forward. Forward. Finally going forward What does the future hold? School School and books and teachers and 
grades and grammar. And a real future, one that's not based on gossamer memories and guitar strings and rhyming 
scribbles in a notebook.. something solid That is whats in store for me. And I dont mind it at all - 

"Ow! Bloody fucking Christ!" 


lve whacked someone else in the shins. 


"Sorry = 


The second | stop to apologize, someone else in the crowd slams into me. The Berry record slips from under 


my elbow and clatters to the concrete floor. 
"Bloody fucking hell, | swear to God -" 


The guy that | knocked into is crouching, scooping up my 45. I try to avoid getting jostled, but when he stands, 


I'm forced to move back in order to avoid knocking our skulls together. 
"Here you go mate, sorry -" 


Our eyes meet, and even from two feet away, | swear that | could count the flecks of gold in his eyes, the 


sparse freckles on his nose. 

"Holy fucking shit," he says. 

He looks different. The khakis are gone. The green blazer is gone. The neat hair is gone. 
Keith is scruffy and dark and shaggy. 

| know this Keith. 

This Keith is familar. 


"Watch, it you two!" some man in a black suit glares at us, pulling his bowler over his eyes. We both ignore 


him. I'm staring at him and he's staring back and the edges of reality are falling away. 

"Wai- Mick?" 

This is a dream, this is a dream, this has got to be a dream... 

"That's me," | say, grinning. "The one and only." 

"You listen to Chuck Berry?" he spots the second record still under my arm. "And Muddy?" 

" Thats all you've got to say?" 

"Yes! | mean, no -" he laughs. His laugh is better than the blues. "Just - | knew it. | always, always knew that | 
was going to get another chance. At this. At that summer. At everything -" he makes a sweeping gesture with 
the hand still holding my record, 

"/never thought that. Bloody dreamer, you are," | feel a four year-old summer breeze snaking through the 


station, ruffling my hair, rippling the glossy green leaves on the gnarled old oak that only the two of us can 


see. 


"Unimaginative sod," he beams. 
My blood is running hot in my veins. 


| smile. 


